Jane was one of the Scottish pioneers who broke down barriers and created opportunities for many disabled people. Indefatigable yet self-effacing, she was a person with vision and a creative drive, celebrated professionally for the setting up of St Jude's Laundry in Edinburgh and for her contribution to establishing Riding for the Disabled in Scotland.
Before the Second World War she completed a course in Institutional Management, leading to work as a cook in a military hospital and later as a shepherdess on the family farm on Mull. Aspiring to a career with a medical background, in 1945 she joined the first intake of the two and a half year course run by Dorothy Bramwell and Mary Cunningham at the Astley Ainslie Hospital Occupational Therapy Training Centre. From 1948-53 she worked in mental hospitals at Rosslynlee, Midlothian and then in Vancouver, Canada. In 1954 she joined the Grenfell Mission in Newfoundland, firstly at St Anthony's Hospital as an occupational therapist and then at a smaller remote hospital in Labrador as housekeeper/dietician. Conditions were tough and resulted in frostbite to fingers and toes -an ongoing problem in later years. In 1955 she furthered her studies by entering the newly developed occupational therapy course at Columbia University in New York, returning to Edinburgh to become head occupational therapist with the Scottish Council for the Care of Spastics (SCCS, now called Capability Scotland) in 1956. This covered Westerlea School, an assessment clinic at Rhuemore and later St Jude's Laundry.
She set up St Jude's Laundry in1961, the first sheltered workshop for people with cerebral palsy (then termed spastics) in Britain. Levin (1964) described her feat of clear-sightedness in envisaging 'a scheme of employment which would enable hitherto unemployable ''spastics'' to become self-supporting, and, would, at the same time, provide a useful service to the public'. Despite many obstacles, St Jude's Laundry was eventually given support and approval by the then Ministry of Labour, becoming fully commercial in purpose-built premises in 1976, and by 1988 was awarded a Royal Warrant by the Queen to do the laundry for Holyrood Palace. Jane aimed to show what folk could do, not what they couldn't.
In 1959 Mrs More-Nisbett of the Drum, on the south edge of Edinburgh, had encouraged a little girl with polio to ride the family pony. Jane was approached to expand the idea, as the occupational therapist working at SCCS. A keen horsewoman herself, she responded enthusiastically. With medical approval, ponies were brought to both Westerlea and Rhuemore, and by 1962 there were regular weekday and Saturday sessions. The benefits of this new form of therapy were readily observed. With Mrs More-Nisbett's continuing interest and generous support, in 1966 the first Riding for the Disabled Group in Scotland was set up. An indoor Riding School was built at the Drum and formally opened by the Princess Royal, President of Riding for the Disabled. Now working full time at the Drum, Jane wanted to enable people with disabilities to experience many of the activities enjoyed by others. She took small groups of 3-4 young disabled riders, plus ponies and one or two volunteers, for 4-5-day holidays to Fingland, a very basic bothy with two rooms, no telephone, no electricity and only cold running water, which was 2 miles up a farm track in the Peebleshire hills. These holidays were hugely popular and keenly anticipated each year. Jane's home in Elie with an adapted flat also became the base for holidays for disabled people.
In 1982 Jane was awarded the MBE for her work with Riding for the Disabled. She served on the Council of the Scottish Association of Occupational Therapists (SAOT) on and off from 1950, was vice-chairman from 1965-68 and accepted the role of co-convenor of the SAOT Journal until it ceased in 1972. Her life was very varied but with occupational therapy philosophy underpinning much of what she did. She was a keen weaver, storyteller and letter-writer to her many friends worldwide. What a life she lived and how much she gave to others, achieving it with vision, energy, humility and humour.
